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Abstract 
Appropriate and frequent use of lexical bundles plays an important role in competent English academic writing. Little 
information is known about how novice writers, both L1 and L2, make use of lexical bundles in their writing.This 
study investigated the use of lexical bundles in argumentative papers written by three groups of university 
writers:Turkish , Chinese, and Americans. The target lexical bundles in academic writing were extracted from a one-
million word corpus from the magazine New York Times
to examine how often these target bundles were used.  
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1. Introduction 
 
It is widely accepted that language is formulaic in nature, and formulaic language plays a crucial role 
in academic writing (Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad, &Finegan, 1999; Erman& Warren, 2000). It has 
been supported with empirical evidence that appropriate and frequent use of formulaic language 
contributes to advance and fluent writing, as well as language users' buildingof identity in a disciplinary 
community. For example, Biber et al. (1999) found that various types of formulaic sequences constituted 
21% of the written discourse investigated.  
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Different terms have been used in applied linguistics to denote the concept of formulaic language, 
such as sentence stems (Pawley &Syder, 1983), prefabs or lexical phrases (Nattinger&DeCarrico, 1992), 
formulaic sequences (Schmitt & Carter, 2004),  and lexical bundles (Biber et al., 1999). In this study, the 
term, lexical bundles, is adopted, and -occur 
in a register. Usually they are not fixed expressions, and it is not possible to substitute a single word for 
The Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biber et al. 1999). 
They are identified from computer programs based on certain cut-off frequencies (e.g., [as a result of], 
[the extent to which], [the fact that the]). 
 
However, recent research has shown that novice writers, both L1 and L2, are insufficient in using 
formulaic language in their writing compared to advanced expert writers; they tended to overuse certain 
formulaic language or showed a limited repertoire. For example, Chen and Baker (2010) conducted both 
structural and functional analyses of lexical bundles in academic writing by Chinese EFL university 
students, native English-speaking college students, and native expert writers respectively. They found that 
the expert writers used the widest range of lexical bundles, whereas Chinese student writers showed the 
smallest range, although the latter group overused certain lexical bundles; both groups of student writers 
underused some lexical bundles compared to expert writers. 
 
To date, little research has been done to investigate whether writers from different nationalities 
employ lexical bundles differently.  It will be interesting to see whether the three groups exhibit the same 
behavior in the use of formulaic expressions or not, and corresponding pedagogical implications can be 
drawn to help these students acquire these bundles. 
  
2. Purpose of the Study 
  
This study investigated the use of lexical bundles in argumentative papers written by three groups of 
university writers, Turkish, Chinese, and Americans. The target lexical bundles in academic writing were 
extracted from a one-million word corpus from the newspapersNew York Times and SF Gate (online 
version of San Francisco Chronicle), and then 
examine how often these target bundles were used in them. The following two research questions were 
raised to guide the study: 
1) What are the most frequent lexical bundles occurring in formal written English? 
2)  
 
3. Method 
 
3.1. Compiling the corpora 
 
A reference corpus is believed to represent the language in general. Thus, as a reference corpus, New 
York Times articles from all sections were compiled. In total, 29,532 articles published since 2007 were 
collected from the publicly available archives of the New York Timesand SF Gatenewspapers. These two 
newspapers were chosen because in prior pilot investigations the academic vocabulary used in these 
papers was quite rich. The word size of the corpus was larger than 34 million words. All in all, the 
reference corpus was highly representative of English in general and formal enough to be compared with 
academic writing. Punctuation marks in the texts in the reference corpus were detached from the words. 
This separation was necessary to include the punctuation marks, such as a comma, as linguistic items in 
bundles; punctuation marks may be as crucial as words in academic writing. In writing, we use 
punctuation marks to indicate places of emphasis, as in the case of placing  ,
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the other hand,  and other types of linking adverbials. The location of lexical bundles, indicated by 
punctuation marks, may show the maturity level of academic writers. 
 
 written in English. The first 
author of this paper has been teaching academic writing courses since 2004, and as part of his class 
requirement, collects papers only in electronic format. At the end of the semester, students are asked to 
sign an informed consent form about whether they allow their papers to be analyzed in the future or not. 
Thus, samples from those papers whose writers gave consent were included in this study. The papers 
were sampled from three different groups: Turkish sophomore (EFL), Chinese sophomore (EFL), and 
American freshman (native speakers of English). Although there were more papers available in American 
and Chinese groups, only 17 papers existed in the Turkish group at the time of this study. Therefore, only 
17 students were randomly selected for each sub-corpus. 
 
All of the papers were short-argument papers, 3-4 pages in length and on topics related to current 
events at the time, such as war on Iraq; banning smoking in public areas; violent video games; dangers of 
cell-phones; and other current issues at the time. The students were at a very similar academic level (1st 
and 2nd year undergraduates) and age (18-20). Thus, the students in all three academic sub-corpora for the 
analysis were highly comparable. 
 
papers. Originally, the lengths of the papers varied; the shortest one was 856 linguistic items (words or 
punctuation marks) and the longest one was 2,200 words. Thus, it was necessary to equalize the lengths 
of each paper to the shortest one. So, the first 856linguistic items in each paper were extracted and the rest 
of the words or punctuation marks were discarded. This solution probably caused the loss of lexical 
bundles that may be frequent in the final sections of a paper, such as the conclusion. However, only 
sampling the first 856 words and punctuation marks seemed to be the soundest solution. For each group 
there were 17 argument papers by different students. The size of the analysis corpus as a whole was 
43,707linguistic items; 14,569from each of the three sub-corpora. 
 
Table 1. Composition of the analysis corpus 
Student group Number of writers 
Number of 
papers 
Number of words 
in each paper 
Number of total 
words in the sub-
corpus
Type of papers 
Turkish 17 17 856 14,569 Argument on a current issue 
Chinese 17 17 856 14,569 Argument on a current issue 
American 17 17 856 14,569 Argument on a current issue 
 
3.2. Identifying the reference bundles 
 
A code was designed using the PERL programming language to discover the bundles. This program 
made a list of every 5 linguistic items (both words and punctuation marks) bundles requiring the cut-off 
points of at least 30 occurrences in the corpus and usage in 10 separate texts. Similar cut-off  frequencies 
were set by many other researchers, such as Biber et al, (1999).In total, 10,930 five-item-sequences met 
these criteria and were listed as reference bundles. In this list, there were many relevant bundles, such as 
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[at the same time ,], [, on the other hand], [at the end of the], [of the world 's], [in the middle of the], [. in 
the end ,], [. as a result ,], [, as well as the], [for the first time in], [. in other words ,], [and , of course ,], 
and many others. 
 
However, some others were specific to newspaper language, such as [this is the story of], [, " he 
added .]And, many were totally specific to the newspaper as in [reproduced or reprinted without 
permission] [road ,by nicholas sparks], and thus irrelevant for the purposes of the present study. 
However, no filtering against these irrelevant bundles was necessary, because only the ones that occur in 
the students' papers needed to be counted. 
 
Each student paper was automatically checked to count how many of the reference bundles they 
contained, regarding type and token. In addition, the number of wordsin each paper that occurred as part 
of a bundle was counted,which also gave what percentage of the paper is made up of 5-item-bundles from 
the reference list. 
 
4. Results & Discussion 
 
Table 2 shows the total frequencies in each sub-corpus. The sub-corpus that had the papers by 
American students contains the most types of 5-item-bundles, whereas the types were the lowest for 
Chinese students' sub-corpus. The situation was the same for tokens (total occurrences of all types); 
American students resorted to these bundles more frequently then both Turkish and Chinese students, and 
Chinese students utilized them the least.    
 
Table 2. Total frequencies in each sub-corpus 
Student group Bundle types Bundle tokens 
Turkish 63 92 
Chinese 46 54 
American 70 94 
 
 
Table 3 below shows the mean values of the frequencies for each text; without merging them. Mean 
values for all three groups show that American and Turkish students, regarding types, tokens, and 
percentages utilized the bundles from the reference list quite similarly.  Roughly, a paper by an American 
or Turkish student contained 5 different bundles (types), and 2% of the words in a paper occurred as part 
of the reference bundles. Again, roughly, a paper by a Chinese student contained slightly lower number of 
the target bundles, 3 per paper, and slightly more than 1% of the words in a paper occurred as part of the 
reference bundles. 
 
Table 3. Mean values in each sub-corpus 
Student group Bundle types Bundle tokens Bundle percent 
626   Erkan Karabacak and Jingjing Qin /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  70 ( 2013 )  622 – 628 
 Min. Max. Mean SD Min. Max. Mean SD Min. Max. Mean SD 
Turkish 0 14 5.00 3.260 0 18 5.41 3.970 .00 6.88 1.95 1.465 
Chinese 0 7 2.88 2.315 0 9 3.18 2.721 .00 2.33 1.17 .879 
American 1 18 4.88 4.029 1 26 5.53 5.821 .58 6.53 1.95 1.465 
 
 
Comparison of the bundle lists from three sub-corpora showed that 58 of the bundles that occurred in 
American students' papers neveroccurred in the papers by Chinese and Turkish students. We can explain 
this difference with three likely reasons. First, the topic of the paper can be an important factor. For 
example, 24 bundles that are related to the U.S. and were observed in American students' papers, never 
occurred in Turkish and Chinese students papers, such as [of the u . s],[the united states in the],[in the 
white house .], [president george w . bush],[the war in iraq .],and other similar bundles. 
 
Second, non-native students may not know the bundles at all, and thus, not surprisingly, do not use 
them.For example, [are , in fact ,], [, in the form of], [in the last few years], [have nothing to do with], 
[and , above all ,], [. in doing so ,], [on this side of the], [, as well as a], [, however , is the], [. in an 
interview with], [only a matter of time], [have no choice but to], [. in the face of], [a matter of time 
before], among others, were never used by the non-native students in the present paper, although they 
seem to be very functional.For example, the sentence below comes from a Turkish student's paper: 
 
According to an interview which was done with the Minister of Education Omer Celik in Star 
newspaper by NevinBilgin ,  there are hundreds of unassigned teachers . 
 
The underlined section may be seen as an indication that the student did not know the existence of the 
bundle [. in an interview with], and thus resorted to a more cumbersome expression.It would be useful for 
future studies to test the non-native students to understand whether they really do not know how to 
produce these bundles, which are frequently used by native speakers. Such an assessment may 
askstudents to complete a cloze test, where some letters are given for each blank as clues, as well as the 
translation of the bundle to the 1st language and some context. 
 
Third, the non-native student may have a sense of the bundle and attempts to produce it, but because 
he/she does not have the complete knowledge of it, misses, among other linguistic items, an article and 
fails to produce the bundle. For example, the following sentence is from a Turkish student's paper: 
 
Unfortunately, *[ in U . S], the government directly covers only 27.8%  of the population through 
health care programs for the elderly, disabled, military service families and veterans, children and 
some of the poor, through Medicaid and Medicare. 
 
The attempted bundle misses the definite article in addition to a period after "S," which can be seen as 
the indication of not having the knowledge of the 6-item-bundle: [in the U . S .]. Another example below 
is from a Chinese student's paper, which indicates that the student intended but failed to produce the 
bundle [in the last few years]: *[And last few years] Smartphone is remarkable developed in the world. 
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Similarly, 78 of the bundles from the reference list that occurred in Turkish and Chinese sub-
corporawere not used by American students.It is not surprising that the list is longer here 20 bundles 
more because we are comparing two sub-corpora against the American corpus; 34 students versus 17. 
The first reason for the missing bundles discussed above may apply here, too: topics were different thus 
requiring different bundles. However, it is hard to imagine that a native-user of English do not know these 
bundles used by the non-native students in the present study. Thus, the second reason may be that 
American students preferred bundles or expressions that are more practical and familiar for them. Despite 
the fact that these students are native-speakers of English, the third reason is similar to the one discussed 
above; students may attempt to use a bundle but fail to do so, most probably due to a punctuation 
problem. 
 
4.1. Limitations 
 
The present study has several limitations and must be considered as preliminary. Only two American 
newspapers may not be adequate to represent written English in general. A more realistic reference 
corpus could be a corpus of fine argument papersby university students who use English successfully. 
Second, these papers were drafted under the supervision of an instructor (the first author), along with his 
feedbacks, and thus do not perfectly reflect the genuine abilities of the students. It would have been much 
more useful to compare the in-class writings of the students.Lastly, the sizes of the sub-corpora are too 
small to make factual assertions. A larger corpus would also have allowed the discovery of bundles within 
each sub-corpus, which would have revealed valuable information, in addition to comparisons with 
reference bundles. 
 
5. Conclusion  
 
Despite these limitations, the present study showed that even advanced English learners may not 
acquire some of these bundles naturally through simple exposure. Therefore, explicit teaching may be 
required to hasten their acquisition process. Devising methods to teach and assess the knowledge of 
lexical bundles may facilitate the learning of these bundles and can offerexciting research areas for future 
studies. 
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